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“The cognitive and
sociopragmatic interface
of intercultural humor:
Watching Roberto
Benigni's movies in Japan’

“T Giapponesi, parlanti
obliqui e vaghi per la
salvaguardia di wa :
quanto c’e di vero nel
luogo comune?”
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In this paper I focused on verbal humor
(VH) intended not as a conversational
strategy but as a professionally produced
art form, that is, the comic. The paper is
divided in two parts. After describing the
cognitive functioning of humor and its social
repercussions, I reported on the findings of
a qualitative study on intercultural
communication. The pedagogical context
from which the data were drawn was a one-
semester class in Italian culture I teach at
Nagoya University of Arts. The general
objective of the class was to disclose the
message Italian comedian and movie
director Roberto Benigni intends to convey
on the big screen in his latest production. A
more specific target—the one pertinent to
this study—was to analyze the comical
techniques employed by Benigni from an
intercultural-pragmatic angle. Toward the
end of the semester I administered a
questionnaire in Japanese consisting of two
short-answer questions. The purpose of the
inquiry was to track a set of values in
students’ comments, and to find out if those
values could be said to affect the perception
of humor cross-culturally. The findings of
my survey suggest that the ability to deal
with VH is part of communication
competence. Engaging in humor is a risky
choice, as humor always retains its power
to injure.

Japanese communication style is often
described as characterized by indirectness
and vagueness. How much truth is there in
this cliché? In trying answering this
question, in this paper I first reviewed some
of the major theoretical ethnographic
studies on Japanese language and culture
that intended to explain from different
angles the recurrent use of indirectness and
vagueness in the Japanese discourse system.
In this connection, I pointed out that it is
often difficult to determine to what extent
many scholars™ accounts can be viewed as
non-stereotypical and bias-free, and from
which viewpoint their descriptions is to be
considered unnatural or fragmentary. I then
analyzed the Japanese communication style
focusing on a sort of ambiguity that indeed
appears to characterize the way many
Japanese communicate verbally. My
analysis was based on authentic segments
extracted from email messages written by
native speakers of Japanese.
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